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The number of Norwegians visiting Rome - 
and the Alban hills - during the nineteenth cen-
tury was certainly not large. In the small Scan-
dinavian colony in Rome, the Norwegians were 
always a minority. Still, the Norwegians - and 
the other Scandinavians - were part of a great 
tradition of travel, that of the Grand Tour. The 
tradition reaches back to the sixteenth century, 
when young, preferably English, noblemen 
were sent on a journey through Europe to Italy 
to complete their education. During the eight-
eenth century the tradition both grew and 
changed; in this period a Grand Tour was no 
longer the prerogative of aristocrats or exclu-
sively reserved for their education. Slightly old-
er, slightly less wealthy, and frequently far 
more learned men also undertook such jour-
neys. The aim of the journey also changed, 
from practical education to Bildung - a Grand 
Tour was supposed to change and develop the 
traveller psychologically and socially, not just 
to improve his skills as a nobleman. And during 
the nineteenth century travel through Europe 
towards Italy and Rome had become a part of 
bourgeois culture - still not accessible for ev-
erybody, but neither reserved for a small elite 
group. 

To the Scandinavians, as to other visiting 
north-Europeans of this period, the stay in 
Rome meant meeting the classical world; it 
meant being introduced to the monuments and 
art of ancient Roman culture. Travelling to 
Rome was to travel to history, but to a very spe-
cial kind of history: not the history of the 
present-day Romans, or, later, of the Italians. 
People from Scandinavia, from northern Eu-
rope, from America all went to Rome to meet 
their own history - in some way. The cultural 
heritage they met in Rome was their heritage,

because they all felt (and had been educated to 
feel) themselves as parts of a tradition of cul-
ture in which classic forms and classic norms 
were the unquestioned ideals. And correspond-
ingly the history, which had produced this cul-
ture and these ideals, was their history. 

There is a striking contrast between these 
narratives and the descriptions of villeggiatura 
in the Alban hills. In Rome, the visitors were 
"working" - either as artists or scholars or as 
model tourists, taking care to do all the right 
sightseeing. All this work had something to do 
with art and with history. In the Alban hills, 
they were on holiday, and their focus was an-
other: landscape, nature. This seems to have 
profound consequences. The Norwegians - like 
everybody else - were deeply impressed by the 
art and monuments of Rome. They were im-
pressed by the surrounding landscape too, and 
found it beautiful. But the Norwegians were ex-
perts on landscape and on the beauty of nature. 
At least, they regarded themselves as such. So 
while they were learning from monuments, 
ruins, and works of art, they were judging the 
world of nature, critically evaluating the land-
scape. 

I suppose all people find the landscape of 
their native country to be the most beautiful of 
all, and hold it as a norm for other landscapes. 
But in addition to this more general fact, the 
ideas of nature, the ideals of outdoor life, of be-
ing close to nature, etc. hold a special position 
in Norwegian culture and is a core value in na-
tional identity. Norwegian national culture, 
constructed during the nineteenth century, fo-
cused strongly both on the landscape as such 
(mountains, fjords, even light and climate), and 
on the identity between the people and the land 
they had been given: the Norwegians were as


